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Conmbat engi neers are assigned throughout the Marine Air
G ound Task Force (MAGTF) and provide a w de variety of
capabilities. The skill sets a conbat engineer officer enploys
differ significantly dependi ng on what el enment of the MAGIF to
which he is assigned. The nation’s current conflicts are both
engi neer intensive and rapidly changing. Contenporary personne
assi gnment procedures take a seasoned, specially trained Marine
and throw himinto an environnent requiring skill sets that he
has never exercised. Wth |limted preparation, this Marine is
then expected to enploy these significantly different skill sets
as a subject matter expert. As a result, traditional officer
assignment practices in the case of conbat engi neer officers
(MOS 1302) do not properly support all elenents of the MAGIF
with well prepared conpany grade officers. Assignnment policies
shoul d be revised to conformto the realities Marines face

t oday.

A Mile Wide, But Only an Inch Deep

The conbat engineer field in the Marine Corps covers an
i ncredi ble breadth of disciplines, fromconstruction project
managenment to m ne sweeping to reconnai ssance. An officer can
study all of these functions, at |east academ cally, but he

cannot beconme a true subject matter expert in all of them-there



are just too many. Because of this, the conbat engineer is

sonetimes described as being a mle wide and an i nch deep.

Conmbat engi neering consists of four main functions:
mobility, counternobility, survivability, and general
engi neering. These four functional areas translate into an
i ncredi bl e nunber of possible mssions, requiring a great
variety of technical capabilities. Mobility m ssions can
requi re sweeping routes for |andm nes, building bridges,
constructing and mai ntaini ng roads, breaching obstacl es,
cl earing m nes, urban breachi ng, engi neer reconnai ssance,
hel i copter | anding zone construction, forward arm ng and
refueling point (FARP) support, and nore. Counternobility tasks
i ncl ude | andm ne warfare, denolitions, barrier planning,
engagenment area devel opnent, and obstacl e construction.
Survivability tasks include field fortification design and
construction, blast mtigation, construction standards, and
pl anni ng and constructing entry control points. The task of
general engi neering support is the widest of all, including
wat er production, handling of bulk liquids (fuel and water),
hori zontal and vertical construction, electricity production,
hygi ene support, cantonnment pl anning, aviation ground support,
mat eri al handling, and sustainnent projects, to nane but a few

This partial list of possible mssions illustrates how many



di fferent tasks young officers are expected to master during
only three nonths at the entry-level formal school. Oobviously,
sonme subj ects cannot be covered as thoroughly as woul d be idea

and nust be left for on-the-job-training (QJT).

Upon graduation from Mari ne Corps Engi neer School, the
new y-m nted conbat engineer officer can be assigned to one of
three unit types--a conbat engi neer battalion (CEB) in support
of the ground conbat el enent, an engi neer support battalion
(ESB) in a Marine |ogistics group, or a Marine w ng support
squadron (MASS) providing aviation ground support to the
avi ation conbat elenent. Each of these units wll provide the
new officer with vastly different experiences. The CEB Marines
work closely with the conbat arnms, often as an attachnment to an
infantry unit, with their focus primarily on counter-nine/lED
def eat operations, denolitions, breaching, and reconnai ssance.
Marines in the ESB primarily provide nobility and general
engi neering support, including mssions in expeditionary
construction, heavy equi pnent support, mlitary bridges and gap
crossing, bul k water production/storage, bulk fuels, and
el ectrical generation. Conbat engineers in the MABS are focused
on avi ation ground support, conducting general engineering
tasks--such as rapid runway repair, bul k fuel handling, heavy

equi pnent support, and construction.



By the end of the usual three-year tour, the conbat
engi neer officer has becone a true expert in providing engineer
support to his element of the MAGIF. He has | earned many things
not covered in the formal school and may have even depl oyed with
his unit to conbat. He is a seasoned professional. However,
hi s experiences may not have prepared himto work in another

el enent of the MAGIF with a very different m ssion.

Wel l-Rounded MAGTF Officers

Conventional wi sdomin the career path of MOS 1302 conpany
grade officers is to serve one tour in either a MABS, an ESB, or
a CEB, followed by a tour in a B-billet, and then a return to
the fleet as a captain (and conpany commander) in a different
el enent of the MAGIF. The idea behind this approach is to give
each officer a wi de range of experiences, resulting in well-
rounded field grade officers with credibility in all functions
of engineering. By the time an engi neer officer reaches the
rank of major, he may have served in the division, the air w ng,
and in the logistics group, or at least in two of these three.
Thi s assignnment practice results in well-rounded field grade
of ficers, who understand the “big picture” of MAGIF engi neeri ng.
This is the primary reason generally given by senior officers

for maintaining the status quo.



Another notive is that traditional thinking in the Mrine
Corps holds that all engineers are the sanme, and thus engi neers
froman ESB, CEB, or MASS can be used interchangeably at any
point on the battle field. Theoretically, this allows the
massi ng of engi neers when necessary to handle a particularly

engi neer-i ntensi ve operation.

Personnel nanagenent concerns are another reason. Treating
all engineer officers as interchangeable provides flexibility in
assignnments, and forces each engineer to possess a very w de
range of know edge. The engi neer officer can therefore be
pl ugged into a billet anywhere in the MAGIF. This idea of
i nterchangeability had nerit in the past, but with the rapid
advances in technology and tactics in recent years, it is no

| onger valid.

Asses are Well Rounded. Weapons Have Points.

The problemw th the traditional engineer career path is
that it causes an officer’s know edge base to be too broad and
generalized to be of practical use. Many functions carried out
by conbat engi neers are very technical in nature, and there are
many of them It is unreasonable to expect one Marine to |earn,
understand, and train to the incredibly long laundry |ist of

subjects. Instead, he will naturally pick the m ssions he



expects to be called upon to performand will focus his training
there. Thus Marines serving in a CEB wll train to a very
different list of tasks than Marines serving in an MASS or in an

ESB.

Oten, a new second lieutenant is being |led by a captain
who nay be just as newto the job as he is. The captain has
i kely gained plenty of experience during his previous tour, but
since requirenents for engineers in each elenent of the MAGIF
differ so significantly, his experience may not apply in his
present situation. |If the captain’s experience was in a very
di fferent environment performng different work, he cannot offer

much in the way of useful training and guidance. This |ack of

appl i cabl e experiences will hurt the conpany conmander’s
mentoring of his junior officers, which will in turn degrade the
training of the entire unit. |Ignoring this fact seens only to

guarantee that there will be less than optimally prepared

engi neer officers at the conpany and pl at oon | evel s.

For the captain reporting to a conbat engi neer battalion,
there is an additional task that he nust perform-that of
regi mental engineer officer. At a CEB, conpany conmmanders wear
two hats--performng the duties of commandi ng officer and
serving on the reginmental staff of an infantry regiment. |If

this captain cane froman MASS or ESB, then he has likely had no



experience as an engi neer platoon conmander in support of an
infantry battalion. He has nost |ikely never participated in a
nmechani zed breach, never |earned the finer points of urban
breachi ng, and never fired a Mk153 SMAW Now he nust advi se the
regi nental commander on all matters regardi ng the enpl oynment of
his engineers. This is potentially a very dangerous situation
in the worst case; at the least it is obvious that this officer

has not been set up for success.

O course, good Marines will crack the books, talk to other
engi neers, and do whatever they can to prepare thenselves for
their new assignnment to keep from*“dropping the ball.” Qhers
will just keep a low profile for the first fewnonths in their
new assi gnnment, while they figure things out. 1In this way the
ship is kept afloat, but it is hardly the best way to do

busi ness--particularly during a shooting war.

Conbat operations in Iraqg and Af ghani stan have resulted in
rapid changes in the engineer field. Rapidly evolving
i nprovi sed expl osi ve device (I ED) defeat tactics, new standard
bri dges, new m ne detectors, new dust abatenent products, and
new vehicl es are exanples of sone of the recent devel opnents to
hit the engineer field. These conflicts have also greatly
reduced the amount of training time available. It was one thing

for an officer to take six nonths or a year to learn his job



during peacetine; it is another thing entirely for this to
happen in conbat. The Corps can no longer pretend that this
probl em does not exist, or wish it away. Good Marines wl|

al wvays “make it work” in any situation, but these sane Marines

could performeven better wwth a nore realistic approach.

Female Combat Engineers

Another wrinkle to this predicanment is the assignnment of
femal e officers to the 1302 MOS. According to the 2005 Mari ne
Corps Al manac, there are forty-three femal e conbat engi neer
of ficers, which amount to about 8% of the total engineer
of ficers.® These Marines cannot be assigned to a conbat engi neer
battalion, because it is considered a front-line conbat unit.
The fact that femal e conbat engi neers can serve only in the MABS
or inthe ESB illustrates the hypocrisy of the current policy.
| f assignnment to each element of the MAGIF is so inportant, what
about these Marines? WII| fenmale officers be | ess conpetitive
for pronotion or battalion command due to their |ack of division
experience? Perhaps fenmal e engi neers enjoy an unfair advantage,
given that they will not be thrown into the vastly different
CEB, and therefore may perform better than their nmale peers?
These questions have not been thoroughly considered and w ||
have far-reaching inplications on the engi neer occupati onal

field as a whole as these fenmale officers gain seniority.



Career tracks that make sense

These probl ens have a sinple and rather obvious sol ution:
Assign a captain for conmpany command to the sane el enent of the
MAGTF in which he served as a |lieutenant. He can gain a broader
perspective and beconme wel |l -rounded in subsequent tours as a
senior captain and as a major. This will solve inmediately the
probl em of inexperienced officers in conmpany command. Creating
continuity will also help level the playing field for femal e and
mal e engi neer officers, because both nmale and fermale officers
wWill remain in their elenents. Most inportantly, placing an
officer in an environnment in which he has had previous
experience will have a vast, positive inpact on the training and
mentoring of junior officers which, in turn, will result in
i nprovenents in the support these engi neers provide to the

entire Marine Air Ground Task Force.

W nmust approach the situation logically and
systematically. Enlisted Marines now have MOS roadmaps, which
spell out the key mlestones to which a Marine should strive in
order to be successful. It is time to develop a simlar guide
for conbat engi neer officers, outlining the proper career track
for the engineer, mndful of the technical nature of the field,
and capitalizing on his hard-won experience by aligning his

conpany command tour with his previous assignnents.



Conclusion

Current conbat engi neer officer assignnent practices nake a
deliberate effort to put the engineer officer into a position
for which he is unprepared. Doing business this way squanders
har d-won conbat experience, hurts the devel opnment of new
of ficers, and reduces the quality of engi neer support to the
MAGTF. Well-rounded field grade officers do not have to cone at
the cost of unfocused, ill-prepared, insufficiently trained
conpany grade officers. Assignnment of conbat engi neer officers
to the same MAGIF el enent through conpany command will inprove

engi neer support at all levels throughout the MAGTF.
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